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Bribing Children, Skimping on Schools 


W ell, well. Look which big-spending liberal 
wants to throw money at problems, and 
gobs of it: House Speaker Newt Gingrich 
(R-Ga.), the self-proclaimed social revolutionary who 
dabbles in politics on the side. 

The problem on which Gingrich proposes to 
shower bucks is apathy toward reading among 
low-income children. If poor kids aren’t cracking 
books, pay ’em. For every book that’s read, it’s $2. 
For 100 books, $200. Another 100, $200 more. 

The leading money-winner to date is a child in 
Georgia who raked in $414 for the 207 books she put 
away in 1991. She was part of Earning by Learning, 
a program begun in 1990 by Professor Mel Steely of 
West Georgia College. Gingrich wants to expand it 
nationally. According to Steely, who came to know 
and admire the congressman when he was a fellow 
teacher at the college, “We were all sitting around 
talking one day” when someone threw out the idea to 
Gingrich and other profs: “Give them enough money 
and they’ll read.” 

The “them” that concerned these educational 
philosophers are children slated to be losers unless 
interventions are made in early schooling. In a phone 
interview. Steely, who votes for Gingrich and says, “I 
like the way he cares about children,” reported tha t 
in the first two years of Earning by Learning — 1990 
and 1991 — 629 third- and fourth-graders were paid 
$13,376 for reading 6,688 books. 

The bucks for the books came partly from 
Gingrich, who donated some of his lecture fees, and 
from local civic clubs and corporations, including 
Georgia Power. The West Georgia College 
Foundation collects the money and writes checks for 
the children. To date. Steely says he has taken no 
salary. 

Gingrich, who has labeled President Clinton’s 
national service program “gimmickry,” has a taste for 
gimmicks himself. Schemes to seduce poor kids with 
cash is a demeaning form of charity. A message of 
despair is sent: Public elementary schools are so 
bankrupt, reading teachers so inept, neighborhoods 
so violent and poor families so lost to welfare that the 
only educational opportunity left is bribing kids to 
pick up a book. 

Everyone needs a reward for effort, but the quick 
and external gratification of money is not the kind 
with which to motivate 8-year-olds. In every part of 
the country except, it appears. West Georgia, it’s an 


accepted truth that children become readers when 
they have parents who read to them. Or have 
teachers who are not so beleaguered by crowded 
classrooms that individual attention to developing the 
joys of reading can occur. Or have someone in their 
lives who rewards them with praise and affection, not 
dollars, for reading. Or have libraries in the 
neighborhood that aren’t being closed for lack of 
funds. Of have someone to spell it out that the 
reward of reading is reading itself, that intrinsic 
motivation is the learning behavior that lasts’. 

Earning by Learning avoids the questions of how 
kids get shoved to the margins in the first glace. 
Where is the money for that problem? Professor 
Steely may have a heart that flutters over , the way 
Gingrich “cares about children” because he-tUmed 
over a few honoraria to Earning by Learning. 

For those less charmed by the speakerfthere’s 
another way to measure the genuineness of that 
care, the Gingrich voting record on education: 

■ In the last Congress, the House approved 3D7 to 
118 the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, which 
authorized $400 million for school reforms. Gingrich 
voted no. The bill became law. 

■ The House approved 339 to 79 the SchogKfo-Work 
Opportunities Act, which provides job traifringfor 
high school students not going on to college. ’Gingrich 
voted no. The bill became law. 

■ The House approved 289 to 128 the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act, which extended for six 
years most federal K-12 school aid programs.! 
Gingrich voted no. The law was continued; , 

Only 71 out of the 435 House members joined 
Gingrich in opposing all these major education bills. 

All were Republicans. In this session of Congress, the 
speaker is busy rounding up votes for his proposed 
welfare reform bill, the Personal Responsibility Act. 
The Department of Agriculture reports tljatjf the 
bill is enacted and enforced, at least 27 million poor 
children currently eligible for school lunch programs 
will be denied food. 

Not to worry. The kids can read a book On the way 
to school and use the $2 to buy lunch. If the meal 
costs only $1.50, they can put the rest toward buying 
a tape of the Gingrich college lecture on giraffe 
hunting. 
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